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The tobacco industry conspired to cover up the health risks of smoking and
the development of less harmful cigarettes, the Blue Cross and Blue Shield
medical plans are charging in new lawsuits.

The Coalition for Tobacco Responsibility, representing Blue Cross and Blue
Shield health plans in more than 35 states, filed federal lawsuits Wednesday
against the tobacco industry in Seattle, New York and Chicago to recover the
costs of treating sick smokers.
"Tobacco companies must be held accountable for their lies and for the
damage they have inflicted on the health of this nation," said Dr. Michael
McGarvey, chief medical officer of Blue Cross Blue Shield of New Jersey and
spokesman for the coalition.
Despite that latest dose of bad publicity, the tobacco industry received good
news this week, too. House Republican leaders on Tuesday rejected what many
lawmakers believed was the chamber's best chance at a sweeping bipartisan
tobacco bill that would have sharply raised cigarette prices and provided
tobacco companies none of the lawsuit protection they demand.
"It is apparent that the GOP leadership wants to do what the tobacco
industry wants them to do," said Rep. Henry Waxman of California, the Democrat
with whom Commerce Committee Chairman Tom Bliley negotiated the plan. "It was a
genuine attempt at a bipartisan bill."
GOP leaders objected particularly to the plan's sharp restrictions on public
smoking and its lack of compensation for tobacco farmers and vendors, the
sources said. Nor did it propose a settlement of the 40 state lawsuits against
the industry.
The senior Republicans also objected to what they said was a request from
Democrats that they accept or reject the deal within 24 hours.

Unlike Senate GOP leaders, senior House Republicans believe voters will not
punish the party at the polls if it fails to pass legislation as broad as the
$368 billion settlement reached in June by the industry and 40 states suing it,
several of those present at the Tuesday leadership meeting said.
The new lawsuits accuse the five major tobacco companies and various industry
trade groups of conspiracy, fraud, misrepresentation and violations of federal
racketeering and antitrust laws.
The lawsuits accuse the industry of hiding the addictive nature of smoking,
manipulating nicotine levels to increase the potential for addiction and
marketing to teen-agers and children in attempts to create a new generation of
smokers.
Except for the federal statutory claims, the lawsuits are similar to dozens
of Medicaid cases brought by the state attorneys general.
R.J. Reynolds Tobacco Co., the maker of Camel, Winston and Salem brand
cigarettes, called the Blue Cross and Blue Shield suits "simply the latest
example of groups lining up to get on board what they perceive to be the tobacco
gravy train."
In a statement, the company said American courts for 200 years "have
consistently rejected efforts by third-party payers" such as insurance
companies to collect damages. It cited dismissals last week in federal courts in
Florida and Pennsylvania of suits by union welfare trust funds against the
industry.
McGarvey said millions of people who don't smoke, including Blue Cross and
Blue Shield participants, have paid more for health care as a result of the
industry's tactics. The coalition represents more than 25 million people in 37
states and the District of Columbia, he said.
"For too long, the American people have paid for tobacco's illegal
activities. It's time for tobacco to repay those costs," he added.
McGarvey said officials were still calculating what they believed was the
amount paid out over the years for smoking-related health-care costs, but added:
"We know it's a very big number."

